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This paper explores a variation on a traditional 4/3/2 fluency activity, one in which students are 
given the freedom to discuss topics of their own choice, rather than using a narrower, prescribed 
set of questions. This activity was done in hopes that by allowing students to choose their own 
content (within an overarching, broad topic), they would engage more fully in the fluency activity, 
and, ultimately, engage more fully in subsequent class discussions. Attention is given to the 
reasons for changing the fluency activity and the results of its implementation. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Rikkyo University’s English Discussion Class (EDC) is a mandatory English course for all Rikkyo 
freshmen. The latter half of the 90-minute weekly lesson consists of two discussions of 10 and 16 
minutes, respectively. Prior to participation in these discussions, students partake in several 
preparation activities, the first of which, at the beginning of the lesson, is an activity to activate 
and improve students’ English spoken fluency. Fluency is considered the primary goal of the EDC 
course to “develop students’ abilities to use English to communicate meaningfully in real time” 
(Hurling, 2012, p. 1-2). Conceived by Maurice (1983), the 4/3/2 fluency activity (slightly 
shortened at EDC, for practical reasons, to 3/2/1) is a key component of the EDC course, and gives 
students practice speaking at length on a particular subject for three minutes. The speakers are 
paired with another student who serves as an audience or listener, but who, aside from responsive 
back channeling (i.e. reactions like “Uh-huh” and “I see”), generally does not contribute to the 
speaker’s talk; it is the speaker’s role and responsibility to continue speaking for the full three 
minutes. 
 The prompts that EDC instructors give the students for the fluency activity can be found in 
the course textbook, and they generally consist of two direct questions that the students answer 
(see Appendix). The topics that students talk about change each week, and there are twelve topics 
each semester, such as “Media” or “Japanese Culture,” and similar general subjects that, in theory, 
students can discuss with little preparation. Each chapter begins with “a short topic-related reading 
to introduce the lesson topic to students and on which the weekly quiz is based,” (Hurling, 2012, 
p. 1-6). The purpose of the reading is to familiarize students with a topic, and “build topic 
familiarity, activate schemata, and provide content that can be used during in-class discussion” 
(Young, 2016, p. 296). The EDC course is divided into four levels of difficulty: Levels I-IV.  The 
length of the reading varies somewhat with each chapter, but for Levels I and II they are 
approximately 800 to 900 words, while Levels III and IV readings are approximately 700 to 800 
words. I feel there is ample subject matter for students to carry over in the later discussions, but 
in informal observations over the years, students simply use the reading as a means to an end (that 
end being the quiz at the very beginning of lesson) and the ideas, examples, and subtopics are 
potentially not mentioned again in the two discussions. 
 In previous years I explored the idea of students using the reading in the textbook to prevent 
this from occurring, and encouraged students to a) read the essay deeply, take notes, and look up 
unfamiliar words; and b) use the ideas from the reading in the later discussions. This effectively 
turned the reading into either an idea source or reference point. A similar activity students did was 
to focus on specific vocabulary words with the intention of activating schemata, or background 
information. According to schema theory, comprehending a text is an interactive process between 
the reader's background knowledge and the text (Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983). There was increased 
New Directions in Teaching and Learning English Discussion, Vol. 6, 2018 
188  
focus on improving students’ schemata, though the results of these previous activities were mixed. 
Students did delve more deeply into the reading and spoke about the readings’ ideas more 
completely than they would have without the activity, but there was not a significant carryover of 
those ideas that became prevalent in the discussions. Similarly, with students’ focus on vocabulary, 
there wasn’t a clear indication that, in the discussions, the “activated” vocabulary allowed for the 
exploration of previously untapped ideas. Still, I think reading and vocabulary can play a role in 
discussion classes, and this most recent activity centers again on students’ focus on the reading, 
with a particular aim at learner autonomy. 
 
PROCEDURE 
The activity consisted of a modified fluency activity, based on students choosing their own 
particular points of interest in the lesson topic rather than the usual method of giving students a 
set of (teacher-chosen) questions. Instead, they were told to look at the reading and think about 
whatever was interesting or surprising. They were to also check any vocabulary and note any 
passages that were difficult, with the understanding that the unknown words or misunderstood 
parts were, in and of themselves, worthy of talking about. For instance, students could say “I didn’t 
understand [this word], but I think it means…” or “This part was difficult, but maybe it means…” 
and so forth. In short, students were given the freedom to choose their own points of interest, but 
also the responsibility of talking at length on those points. Though the direct questions are more 
straightforward, I wanted the students to exert a degree of autonomy by choosing their own topics 
and subtopics, and ideally create more interest in discussions. 
 They then lined up opposite a partner and, for three minutes, expounded on their chosen 
topics and subtopics, followed by changing partners to a new listener, repeating their ideas for two 
minutes. Because the information was being repeated, students should have had fewer difficulties 
with accessing vocabulary and more confidence in the delivery, but the shortened time challenge 
compelled them to speak at a faster rate, and all of these factors are favorable for improved fluency 
(Nation, 1989). Finally, the speakers changed partners again and repeated the same content, the 
final turn being one minute; this step reduced the initial timeframe by two-thirds, a significant 
decrease that, in theory, increases their fluency output. “The goal of fluency-directed 
communication activities is to enable the learner to integrate previously encountered language 
items into an easily accessed, largely unconscious language...” (Nation, 1989, p. 378). 
 For the first five lessons of the 14-lesson semester, I gave students the aforementioned 
questions (hereafter referred to as “direct questions,”) but beginning in the sixth lesson I switched 
to using the textbook and reading as the source of the topics they discussed. By letting students 
guide their own learning in this way, my role as a teacher is reduced and students gain the skills 
of autonomous learning. Learner autonomy can be defined in different ways, as it contains 
multiple meanings with various nuances. Holec (1981) defines autonomy as “the ability to take 
charge of one's own learning.” (p. 3). To learn with autonomy, students must make decisions about 
what, how, and when to learn (Van Lier, 1996). Because the introductory essay reading in the 
textbook (hereafter, “textbook reading,”) contains a variety of potential prompts and talking points, 
it was clear to me that allowing students to choose would at the very least provide an opportunity 
for them to make their own personal choices in regards to subject matter. Developing student 
autonomy involves transitioning from teacher-centered teaching to learner-centered learning 
(Dam, 1995), so allowing choice and freedom on the part of the students seemed a worthwhile 
adaptation of the standard fluency activity. Teaching students to improve their learning strategies 
in one skill area can often enhance performance in all language skills (Oxford, 1996). Reading is 
not a primary goal of EDC, but enhancement of that skill can possibly be beneficial for discussion, 
and this intervention can bridge and integrate those different skill areas. 
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An additional goal of this fluency adaptation was to have students carry over the ideas found in 
the textbook reading. In discussions, students can struggle with bringing ideas of their own or 
elaborating on the discussion question prompts, but using the ideas in the reading (which students 
talk about early in the class) in the later discussions can be beneficial. Even though the goal of the 
activity was to foster autonomy, for some students, usually in the lower-level classes, choosing 
directly from the reading proved challenging. Scaffolding, or a “fallback” choice, was an option: 
students could choose to talk about another set of direct questions following from and based on 
the textbook reading (labeled “After Reading”). These questions were not as broad and general as 
the direct fluency questions used in lessons 2-5, but rather asked more specific questions about 
the topics in the essay. I implored students to focus on talking about what was interesting, 
surprising, etc., about the reading first, and only if this proved too difficult, should they use the 
After Reading questions. 
 I implemented a few variations throughout lessons 6-13. At times I allowed for up to a 
minute of silent reading before the fluency activity so that students could read and activate 
schemata on that topic. This was mainly done with lower-level students, or when the textbook 
reading (and topic) was more challenging. Gradually, though, as the semester passed, I increased 
the challenge level of the activity by having students close their books. For example, I would let 
students hold their books and keep them open for the activity, but after the first two weeks of the 
activity they had to close their book for the final, one minute turn. This continued for a few weeks, 
and then students closed their books during the two- and one-minute turns, and finally by the end 
of the semester they were only given the first 30 seconds of the first turn to have their book open, 
and afterwards were to keep them closed. In this way I hoped to create a need for a true fluency 
activity, rather than just rote recitation from, or overdependence on, the textbook. 
 
DISCUSSION 
This adaptation was used in all of my classes in the 2017 fall semester. EDC divides students in 
four levels, based on their TOEIC English test scores, and two Level IV classes (TOEIC score 
below 280), five Level III classes (TOEIC score 280-479), and five Level II classes (TOEIC 480-
679). (During the fall semester I had no Level I (TOEIC 680 or above) classes.) To assess the 
efficacy of the fluency activity adaptation, the students completed a survey at the end of the term 
which asked them for their opinions about the direct question vs. reading variations, and ninety-
one students responded (n=91). Students were first asked to rate the difficulty level of the direct 
questions as well as the level of the reading on a scale from 1 (“least difficult”) to 5 (“most 
difficult”). The direct questions difficulty mean score was 2.9, while the reading difficulty mean 
score was 3.5, so overall the students found the reading adaptation more difficult. Coupled with 
this was a question of preference. When asked “Did you prefer the direct questions or choosing a 
topic from the reading?” the answers indicate a close split among students: overall 47% preferred 
the direct questions while 53% preferred to choose from the textbook reading. Although the 
margin is slim, this gives credence to the idea that more students preferred the autonomy-centered 
activity. When viewed by class level (and therefore TOEIC score), there is a preference for the 
direct questions for Level IV students, a very even split for Level III, and a preference for the 
textbook reading for Level II students (See Table 1). This suggests that autonomy-centered 
activities such as this are best aimed at higher-level students, and that lower-level students find it 
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While overall more students considered the reading adaptation more difficult, it was also slightly 
preferred over the direct questions. For the purposes of comparison, the students who preferred 
the direct questions will be referred to as Group A, and the students that preferred the textbook 
reading will be referred to as Group B. 
 Two quite common reasons were highly prevalent in the answers to the question “Why did 
you prefer the direct questions?” 
 “It’s too difficult to pick a topic from the textbook.” 
 “It’s easier to answer the [direct] questions.” 
The most common reason students gave for preferring direct questions is that choosing from the 
book was too difficult. Notably these respondents were not citing a positive aspect of the direct 
questions, but rather what they considered a negative aspect of the reading. Students also answered 
questions on how much they relied on scaffolding by answering the question “In weeks 6-13, in 
the fluency activity, how often did you only use the ‘After Reading’ questions?” Most students 
marked having used the questions one or two times (out of a possible eight during lessons 6-13), 
while a relative few, only in Group B, never used scaffolding and a few students in Group A always 
relied on scaffolding (see Table 2). 
 




Another goal of this activity was to encourage use of schemata so students could carry over 
textbook reading ideas to discussions. Most students reported that they used those ideas one or 
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When asked, “What was the biggest difficulty in choosing your own topic?” students were given 
several choices (see Table 4). Students were also asked what aspects about choosing their own 
topic they liked.  With both groups A and B, and throughout all levels, students chose “I had the 
freedom to choose my topics” and “There were many interesting topics in the readings” most 
frequently.  Additionally, several Group A students didn’t read the textbook reading completely, 
which would clearly impede their ability to discuss it. 
 





Although most students participated in the survey (n=91) and a wide range of opinions was 
collected, certain factors could have affected the efficacy of the data.  One consideration is time; 
students had only five to ten minutes in class to complete the survey, which might have resulted 
in students rushing through their responses, perhaps not giving as complete an answer as would 
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In addition, because the survey was given at the end of the semester, students may not have had 
strong recall of the previous lessons’ fluency activities, especially of those direct questions earlier 
in the semester. Finally, because I had a dual role as instructor and surveyor, students may have 
only kept the former in mind while completing the survey. In other words, their responses could, 
at least partly, be what they assumed their teacher wanted to read, rather than the objective data 
that I actually wanted to collect. 
 
CONCLUSION 
This study was done to help students with their spoken English fluency, and more broadly to help 
in their ability to engage in group discussions.  By allowing students to choose the content, they 
were given more autonomy and agency, which in turn, ideally, increases interest.  Based on the 
survey results, most students agreed that the textbook reading contained many interesting topics 
for discussion. The transfer of ideas generated from these topics, through the fluency activity, and 
resulting in topics volunteered in discussions is a challenge for most students, so providing 
activities to help bridge these gaps would be a worthwhile adaptation in future studies in this area. 
Seventeen students reported that they read the textbook, but “didn’t understand the reading,” 
which is an issue of language vs. schema. In other words, did the students not understand the L2 
(English) vocabulary and grammatical structures of the reading, or were the misunderstandings a 
matter of content, of non-existent or non-activated schemata? Failure to activate the appropriate 
schemata can be misinterpreted as a language problem (Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983). Further 
research could shed light on which factor is most salient in terms of increasing understanding. The 
most commonly noted challenge by both groups is simply that it was difficult to read the text and 
comment at the same time. This is a matter of procedure when implementing the fluency activity, 
and indeed for the direct questions students are unencumbered by lengthy texts. However, to have 
students talk about a text that they cannot see at all is also a challenge, especially for students who 
had not fully read or understood it. I noticed the challenge of speaking with closed books with 
many students when they were asked to close their books in the 1- and 2-minute phases. There is 
therefore a tradeoff: advantages and disadvantages for either technique. In future implementation 
of this activity, more student choice in this matter as well would be beneficial. 
REFERENCES 
Carrell, P. L. and Eisterhold, J. C. (1983), Schema theory and ESL reading pedagogy. TESOL 
Quarterly, 17: 553–573. 
Dam, L. (1995). Learner autonomy 3: From theory to classroom practice. Dublin: Authentik. 
Holec, H. (1981). Autonomy and foreign language learning. Oxford, UK: Pergamon Press. 
Hurling, S. (2012). Introduction to EDC. In T. Doe, S. Hurling, Y. Kamada, M. Livingston, T. 
Moroi (Eds.), New Directions in Teaching and Learning English Discussion, 1-2—1-9. 
Maurice, K. (1983). The fluency workshop. TESOL Newsletter, 17 (4), 29. 
Nation, P. (1989). Improving speaking fluency. System,17 (3), 377-384. 
Oxford, R. L. (2003). Language learning styles and strategies: an overview. GALA, 1-25. 
Van Lier, 1. (1996). The AAA curriculum interaction in the language curriculum: Awareness, 
autonomous, and authenticity. London: Longman. 
Young, D. (2016). Textbook revision in the EDC context: Readability and topic interest, New 





Classroom Research: Christopher Mattson 
193 
APPENDIX – Fluency activity questions from Lesson 4, Fall Semester EDC.  The topic of 
the lesson is “English in Japan.” Example of “Direct Questions.” 
 
3-2-1 Fluency 
Talk to a partner.  Say as much as you can.  Don’t worry about grammar or 
vocabulary! 
1. What languages have you studied? 
2. Do you think learning languages is important? 
